Lent 2005 _
The Hell Jesus never intended
An overview by Keith Wight in 5 sessions

Week of Lent 5: Heaven as Past, Present, and Future

Several theol ogians ranging from Friedrich
Schl ei ermacher to Paul Tillich devel oped a
concept of Heaven that is called “realized
eschatol ogy.” Eschatology is the study of
the “last things” or the “end times.” In
her book, The End of the World and the Ends
of God, Kathryn Tanner argues that the end
of tinme does not point to a particular tinme
in the future. Rather, there is a continuum
of end tinme that corresponds to the

unfol ding of God’s creative purposes,

mani fest in the evolutionary process of the
uni verse

Reward or redenption

The problemw th the traditional view of
Heaven as a place of future rewards is that
it often ignores God’'s concern with
redeenming and filling the present life with
happi ness, neani ng, and pl easures.

The Sense of the Holy and the presence of
God

Any under standi ng of Heaven is inconplete
if it fails to see that God desires that
the present nmonent be filled with a sense
of the Holy and the presence of God - that
we experience joy and |aughter; that pain
and suffering be dimnished; that justice
and conpassi on prevail; that human needs
for food, shelter, and clothing be net;

t hat we be surrounded by the conpani onship
and warnth of friends and famly; that we
have nmeani ngful work to do and outlets for
our creative abilities.

Heaven ... Hel

The concept of Heaven on earth has deep

bi blical roots. Hebrews did not believe in
ei ther Heaven or Hell until just a few
centuries before the birth of Jesus.

Thr oughout the Hebrew Bible, the Israelites
t hought in ternms of God’ s bl essings poured
out ...in this life.

Jesus
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For Christians, God's suprene effort is put
forth in the life, teachings, death, and
resurrection of Jesus Christ. In this
Godfilled man, we |earn that the very
nature of God is | ove and that through

t hose who follow that way of |ove, God's

Ki ngdomis brought to fruition on this
earth. As Jesus began his mnistry, Mtthew
says, he “went throughout Galilee, teaching
in their synagogues and proclaimng the
good news of the kingdom and curing every

di sease and every sickness anong the
people.” (Matthew 4:23)

Mat t hew gat hers together the essence of
Jesus’ teaching in what we have cone to
call “The Sernmon on the Mount.” (Matthew
5-7) In that sernon, Jesus describes the
attitudes and actions that nove us toward
God’ s prom sed ki ngdom and that bring us
t he happiness and fulfill ment we seek.

As you | ook at the Beatitudes and the rest
of this sernmon, you realize that Jesus is
not tal ki ng about what you nust do to get
to Heaven when you die. He is tal king about
what you Must do in order to experience the
ki ngdom ri ght now. “Bl essed are the poor in
spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of
Heaven.” Not theirs will be... but “theirs
is” the kingdom of Heaven.

Revel ati on of God

Jesus tells us that we can find a foretaste
of Heaven in this life. ...\ find the true
nature of God — a revelation that gives us
the notivation and courage to begin the
journey down that path to whol eness and
life. In Jesus’ death and resurrection, God
denonstrates that the power of evil does
not have the final say, and so we find
confidence to stay on the path and to know
that love will ultimtely prevail despite
all the evidence to the contrary.

Justice, peace and conpassion

Because we believe this, we keep working
for justice and peace. Because we believe
this, we try to build a society where the
weak and poor and powerl ess are defended




and given aid. Because we believe this, we
build our |ives on conpassion and truth and
try to reflect these virtues in our
relationship with others.

The hope of resurrection prom ses that what
began at creation and continues through
this life does not end at death but has a
future. “Realized eschatology” is a

much- needed correction to a “pie in the
sky” faith that ignores the difficulties
and the possibilities of this life. It

rem nds us that God did not create this
world sinply as a stepping-stone to a life
to come. This |ife has nmeaning and value in
and of itself.

Limtations of realized eschatol ogy.

Heaven on earth is never conplete, never
fully realized. This life is filled with
too much difficulty and pain to be the
whol e story. Sonme people |live | ong,

fruitful lives, but many other lives are
cut tragically short. Sonme people have an
abundance of this world s material goods,
whil e others barely eke out a living. Sone
people live relatively pain free lives,
while others are wracked with pain. Sone
people are blessed with health and
conpetence, while others are severely
limted nentally and physically. Surely, a
God of justice and nmercy and | ove cannot be
satisfied with a human lifespan that is so
short, so uneven, so inconplete — even in
the best of circumstances. Pol ki nghorne
rem nds us, “Wthout a transcendent future,
many are condemed to a | oss of good that
no process solely within history could ever
restore to them In fact, all of us are so
condemmed, even if we have the good fortune
to die in honored and pious old age. W
shall all die with unfinished business and
i nconpl eteness in our lives. There nust be
nore to hope for.”

Near Death experiences

Qur desire, our need, to believe that life

goes on after death cannot be proven by the
accounts of those who have had “near death

experiences.” But some woul d argue that
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such proof is not necessary anyway, because
the Christian faith has the ultimte proof
in the resurrection of Jesus and his
appearances to his disciples after his
death. Here we have the hard evidence, they
say, the physical evidence that should
renmove all doubt. Christians across the
centuries have taken confort in the

bi blical claimthat in the resurrection of
Jesus, God conquered sin and death and
opened the gates of Heaven for all who
believed in him

Resurrection

We nust rely on conflicting accounts from
peopl e who lived 2,000 years ago. Those
accounts can | eave us with as many
gquestions as answers. If you | ook closely
at the Easter stories as recorded in the
four gospels, you will find that they
actual ly reveal insurnmountable

di screpanci es and i nconsi stenci es.

1. There were no eyewi tnesses to the
resurrection itself.

2. There is no agreenent about the
persons to whom Jesus reveal ed hinself
after the Resurrection.

3. There is no consensus on the sequence
or the locality of these appearances.

I f our belief in Heaven and eternal life is
dependent upon historically verifiable
evidence, we will not find it in the
resurrection accounts. Hans Kung wites,
“Insofar as it is a question of entering
into God’s eternal |ife beyond tine and
space, this is a life that cannot be
est abl i shed by the neans and net hods of
hi storical research.”

Basi s of our trust
We cannot prove by pointing to Jesus’
resurrection that Heaven is a fact. In the
final analysis, belief is always based upon
trust rather than certainty. But reasonable
trust is far different from w shful
thi nking. Qur trust is based upon

1. the purposeful ness of God revealed in

creation,
2. in God’ s deep concern for justice,
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peace, and the well-being of all the
peopl es of the earth, and

3. in the imge of God as conpassionate
parent and suffering servant that we
find in Jesus Christ.

4. the reasonabl e confidence that the God
who called this world and us from
non- being into being can also call us
fromdeath to life.

5. the reasonabl e assunption that the
Creator has something nore in mnd
beyond the limts of what we have
experienced up to this point.

Heaven, then, is a conplete package, not a
one- di nensi onal place of future rewards. It
assures us that our origin is in God, that
our present life is of great concern to
God, and that our future is in God s hands.
In this three-dinensional trust, we find
the call to reflect God s conpassion and
justice in an inperfect world. We believe
that this is what God intended. And we
believe that God’s love will be the
essential nature of whatever is yet to
cone.
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